
she knows how to work with actors.
A word for the producers, Walter F.

Parkes and Lawrence Lasker. (Their
best-known previous picture is True Be-
liever, a well-wrought film of a few seasons
back in which James Woods played a lib-
eral lawyer.) The Oliver Sacks material
might be a natural for TV; for a theater
film, where the audience has to be in-
duced to leave home, it was a much more
risky venture. Parkes and Lasker took it
on. They have made concessions to
"heart"; but Awakenings conveys some
sense of purpose past its accessible teary-
eyed moments.

Bernardo Bertolucci's film The Shelter-
ing Sky (Warner Bros.) is faithful to Paul
Bowles's novel: it's equally vapid and
pretentious. Bowles shoved an Ameri-
can couple through various adventures
in North Africa, in city and town and
desert, trying to make us believe
that their experiences—including, of
course, the sexual ones—dramatized
Western malaise in search of primal
truth. The effect is of a mannered
pen pushing two puppets through a se-
ries of arrangements, rather than of
people impelled even by unacknowl-
edged angst. The book is a postwar di-
lution of Sartre's prewar masterpiece
Nausea, laced with one of the worst as-
pects of Hemingway—travel snobbism.
("On the terrace of the Cafe d'Eckmuhl-
Noiseaux a few Arabs sat drinking min-
eral water." You're there in Tulsa, the
author seems to say, but look where /
am.)

The film gives us, in a way, even more
Bowles. He does the voice-overs and is
occasionally visible, closing the whole te-
dious affair with a particularly inane,
pseudo-deep quotation.

Bertolucci was the ideal director for
this patisserie of pretense. In La Luna, in
1900, even in The Last Emperor, he man-
aged to aerate the already vaporous, and
he wastes no time here in laying on the
desperate sadness of it all. One of the
reasons we know it's desperately sad is
that we see much pubic hair and a close-
up of male genitals and considerable
cunnilingus (which is mimicked mock-
ingly by an Arab boy who spies on it).
How could you show these things and
not be profound?

As the husband who ends up dead of
typhoid in the desert, John Malkovich is
more at ease than he was in Dangerous
Liaisons, and he gives the part some tis-
sue of credibility. But his person is
simply too commonplace to embody the
anguish-of-the-age as he is supposed to.

That fine actress Debra Winger is his
cool but sharp wife, who descends even-
tually to harem bondage and finds that
she likes it. Winger has a capacity for
emotional extremes, with no actorish

self-esteem and usually with a slight com-
ic edge. She pierces to the center of a
moment, even when that moment is a
kind of bemused numbness. She gives
the picture its chief interest.

The cinematographer, Vittorio Stor-

The Nobel lecture.

aro, emphasizes browns and sepia, rather
than garish "Eastern" hues, which is a
pleasant surprise. Bertolucci directs with
much ostentatious camera hurtling that,
I suppose, is meant to depict restlessness
of the soul. •

In Search of the Present
BY OCTAVIO PAZ

1
begin with two words that all
men have uttered since the
dawn of humanity: thank you.
Grace is gratuitous; it is a gift.

The person who receives it, the favored
one, is grateful for it, and if he is not
base, he expresses gratitude. That is what
I do now, at this moment, with these
weightless words. I, hope my emotion
compensates for their weightlessness. If
each of my words were a drop of water,
you would see through them and
glimpse what I feel: gratitude, acknowl-
edgment, and also an indefinable mix-
ture of fear, respect, and surprise at find-
ing myself here before you, in this place
that is the home of both Swedish learn-
ing and world literature.

Languages are vast realities that tran-
scend the political and historical entities
that we call nations. The European lan-
guages that we speak in the Americas il-
lustrate this. The special position of our
literatures, when compared with the liter-
atures of England, Spain, Portugal, and
France, depends precisely on this funda-
mental fact: they are written in trans-
planted tongues. Languages are born in,
and grow from, the native soil; they are
nourished by a common history. Some of
the European languages were rooted out
from their native soil and their own
tradition, however, and planted in an un-
known and unnamed world. They took
root in the new lands, and as they grew
within the societies of America, they
were transformed. They are the same
plant, and yet a different one. Our litera-
tures did not passively accept the chang-
ing fortunes of the transplanted lan-
guages; they participated in the process,
even accelerated it. Soon they ceased to
be merely trans-Atlantic refiections. At
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times, our literatures have been the ne-
gation of the literatures of Europe. More
often, they have been a reply.

In spite of these oscillations, however,
the link has never been broken. My clas-
sics are those of my language, and I con-
sider myself a descendant of Lope de
Vega and Quevedo, as any Spanish writer
would. Yet I am not a Spaniard. I think
that most writers of Spanish America, as
well as those from the United States, Bra-
zil, and Canada, would say the same
about the English, Portuguese, and
French traditions. To understand more
clearly the special position of writers in
the Americas, we might recall the dia-
logue that has been conducted by Japa-
nese, Chinese, or Arabic writers with the
different literatures of Europe. It is a dia-
logue that cuts across multiple languages
and civilizations. Our dialogue, on the
other hand, takes place within the same
language. We are Europeans, yet we are
not Europeans. What are we, then?

It is difficult to define what we are, but
our works speak for us. In the field of
literature, the great novelty of the pre-
sent century bas been the appearance of
the American literatures. The first to ap-
pear was the English-speaking one, and
then, in the second half of the twentieth
century, the Latin American literature in
its two great branches, Spanish America
and Brazil. Although they are very differ-
ent, these three literatures have a com-
mon feature: the conflict, which is more
ideological than literary, between cosmo-
politanism and nativism, between Euro-
peanism and Americanism.

What is the legacy of this dispute? The
polemics have disappeared; the works re-
main. Apart from this general resem-
blance, the differences between the
three literatures are many and profound.
One of them belongs more to history
than to literature: the development
of Anglo-American literature coincided
with the rise of the United States as a
world power, whereas the rise of our lit-
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erature coincides with our political and
social misfortune, with the upheavals of
our nations. This proves, once again, the
limitations of social and historical deter-
minism: the decline of empires and so-
cial disturbances sometimes coincide
with moments of artistic and literary
splendor. Li-Po and Tu Fu witnessed the
fall of the Tang dynasty; Velazquez paint-
ed for Felipe IV; Seneca and Lucan were
contemporaries and also victims of Nero.

T
he other differences are of
a literary nature. They ap-
ply more to particular
works than to the charac-

ter of each literature. But can we say that
literatures have a character? Do they pos-
sess a set of shared features that distin-
gviish them from other literatures? I
doubt it. A literature is not defined by
some fanciful, intangible character; it is a
society of unique works, which is united
by relations of opposition and affinity.

The first fundamental difference be-
tween Latin-American literature and
Anglo-American literature lies in the di-
versity of their origins. Both began as
projections of Europe—in the case of
North America, the projection of an is-
land; in our case, the projection of a
peninsula. The two regions are geo-
graphically, historically, and culturally
eccentric. The origins of North America
are in England and the Reformation;
ours are in Spain, Portugal, and the
Counter-Reformation. About the case of
Spanish America, I should briefiy men-
tion what distinguishes Spain from other
European countries, giving it a particu-
larly original historical identity. Spain is
no less eccentric than England, but its
eccentricity is of a different kind. The
eccentricity of the English is insular, and
is characterized by isolation: it is an ec-
centricity that excludes. Hispanic eccen-
tricity is peninsular, by contrast, and con-
sists of the coexistence of different
civilizations and different pasts. It is an
inclusive eccentricity. In what would lat-
er be Catholic Spain, the Visigoths pro-
fessed the heresy of Arianism, and we
might note also the centuries of domina-
tion by Arabic civilization, the influence
of Jewish culture, the Reconquest, and
other characteristic features of Spanish
history.

Hispanic eccentricity was reproduced
and multiplied in America, especially in
countries such as Mexico and Peru,
where ancient and splendid civilizations
had existed. In Mexico the Spaniards en-
countered history as well as geography.
That history is still alive; it is a present
rather than a past. The temples and gods
of pre-Columbian Mexico are a pile of
ruins, but the spirit that breathed life
into that world has not disappeared. It
speaks to us in the hermetic language of

myth, legend, forms of social coexis-
tence, popular art, customs. Being a
Mexican writer means listening to the
voice of that present, that presence. Lis-
tening to it, speaking with it, deciphering
it, expressing it.

Perhaps we may now perceive more
clearly the peculiar relation that binds
us to, and separates us from, the Euro-
pean tradition. This consciousness of
being separate is a constant feature of
our spiritual history. Separation is some-
times experienced as a wound that
marks an internal division, as an an-
guished awareness that invites self-
examination. At other times it is a chal-
lenge, a spur that incites us to action, to
go forth and encounter others and the
outside world.

It is true that the feeling of separa-
tion is universal, not peculiar to Span-
ish Americans. It is born at the moment
of our birth: as we are wrenched from
the Whole, we fall into an alien land.
This experience becomes a wound that
never heals. It is the unfathomable
depth of every man; all our ventures
and exploits, all our acts and dreams,
are bridges designed to overcome the
separation and reunite us with the
world and our fellow beings. Each
man's life, and the collective history of
mankind, can be seen as an attempt to
reconstruct the original situation. An
unfinished and endless cure for our di-
vided condition. But it is not my inten-
tion to provide yet another description
of this feeling. I wish simply to stress
that for us this existential condition ex-
presses itself in historical terms. It be-
comes an awareness of our history.

H
ow and when does this
feeling appear, and how is
it transformed into con-
sciousness? The reply to

this double-edged question can be given
in the form of theory or in the form of
personal testimony. I prefer the latter:
there are many theories, and none is
entirely convincing. The feeling of sepa-
ration is bound up with the oldest and
vaguest of my memories: the first cry,
the first scare. Like every child, I built
emotional bridges in the imagination to
link me to the world and to other peo-
ple. I lived in a town on the outskirts of
Mexico City, in an old dilapidated house
that had a jungle-like garden and a
great room full of books. First games
and first lessons. The garden soon be-
came the center of my world; the li-
brary, an enchanted cave. I used to read
and play with my cousins and school-
mates. There was a fig tree, a temple of
vegetation; and four pine trees, three
ash trees, a nightshade, a pomegranate
tree, wild grass, and prickly plants that
produced purple grazes. Adobe walls.

Time was elastic, space was a spinning
wheel.

All time, past or future, real or imagi-
nary, was pure presence. Space trans-
formed itself ceaselessly. The beyond was
here, all was here: a valley, a mountain, a
distant country, the neighbors' patio.
Books with pictures, especially history
books, eagerly leafed through, supplied
images of deserts and jungles, palaces
and hovels, warriors and princesses, beg-
gars and kings. We were shipwrecked
with Sinbad and Crusoe, we fought with
D'Artagnan, we took Valencia with the
Cid. How I would have liked to stay forev-
er on the Isle of Calypso! In summer the
green branches of the fig tree would sway
like the sails of a caravel or a pirate ship.
High up on the mast, swept by the wind, I
could make out islands and continents,
lands that vanished as soon as they be-
came tangible. The world was limitless,
yet it was always within reach; time was a
pliable substance that weaved an unbro-
ken present.

W
hen was the spell bro-
ken? Gradually, rather
than suddenly. It is hard
to accept that a friend

has betrayed you, that a woman you love
has deceived you, that the idea of free-
dom is the mask of a tyrant. What we call
"finding out" is a slow and tricky process,
because we ourselves are the accomplices
of our errors and our deceptions. Still, I
can remember rather clearly an incident
that was the first sign, though it was quick-
ly forgotten. I must have been about six
when one of my cousins, who was a little
older, showed me a North American
magazine with a photograph of soldiers
marching along a huge avenue, probably
in New York. "They've returned from the
war," she said. This handful of words dis-
turbed me, as if they foreshadowed the
end of the world, or the Second Coming
of Christ. I vaguely knew that somewhere
far away a war had ended a few years earli-
er, and that the soldiers were marching to
celebrate their victory. That war had tak-
en place, however, in another place and
in another time, not here and now. The
photograph refuted me. I felt literally dis-
lodged from the present.

From that moment, time began to
fracture. And there appeared a plurality
of spaces. The experience repeated it-
self more and more frequently. Any
piece of news, a harmless phrase, a
headline in a newspaper: everything
proved the outside world's existence,
and my own unreality. I felt that the
world was splitting, that I did not inhab-
it the present. Real time was elsewhere.
My time, the time of the garden, the fig
tree, the games with friends, the drowsi-
ness among the plants under the after-
noon sun, a fig torn open (black and
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red like a live coal, but sweet and fresh):
this was a fictitious time. In spite of what
my senses told me, the time from over
there, that belonged to the others, was
the real one, the time of the real pre-
sent. I accepted the inevitable. I became
an adult.

T
hat was how my expulsion
from the present began. It
may seem paradoxical to
say that we have been ex-

pelled from the present, but it is a feel-
ing we have all known. Some of us expe-
rienced it first as a punishment that we
later transformed into consciousness
and action. The search for the present is
the pursuit neither of an earthly para-
dise nor of a timeless eternity; it is the
search for a real reality. For us, as Span-
ish Americans, the real present was not
in our own countries. It was the time
lived by others, by the English, the
French, the Germans. It was the time of
New York, Paris, London. We had to go
and look for it and bring it back home.
Those were the years of my discovery of
literature.

I began to write poems. I did not
know what made me write them; I was
moved by an inner need that is difficult
to define. Only now have I understood
that there was a secret relationship be-
tween my expulsion from the present
and my writing of poetry. Poetry is in
love with the instant, and seeks to relive
it in the poem. Thus it separates the
instant from sequential time and trans-
forms it into a fixed present. In those
years, though, I wrote without wonder-
ing why I was doing it. I was searching
for the gateway to the present; I wanted
to belong to my time and to my century.
A little later this obsession became a
fixed idea: I wanted to be a modern
poet. My search for modernity had
begun.

Modernity is an ambiguous term.
There are as many types of modernity as
there are societies. Each has its own. Tbe
word's meaning is uncertain and arbi-
trary, like the name of the period that
preceded it, the Middle Ages. If we are
modern compared with medieval times,
are we the Middle Ages of a future mo-
dernity? Is a name that changes with time
a real name? Modernity is a word in
search of its meaning. Is it an idea, a
mirage, or a moment of history? Are we
the children of modernity or its creators?
Nobody knows for sure. It doesn't matter
much: we follow it, we pursue it. For me,
in those early years as a writer, modernity
was fused with the present, or rather pro-
duced it: the present was its final su-
preme fiower.

My case was not exceptional. Since the
Symbolist period, modern poets have
chased after that magnetic and elusive

figure that fascinates them. Baudelaire
was the first. He was also tbe first to
touch her, to discover that she is nothing
but time that crumbles in one's hands. I
am not going to relate my adventures in
pursuit of modernity; they are not very
different from those of other twentieth-
century poets. Modernity has been a uni-
versal passion. Since 1850 she has been
our goddess and our demoness. In re-
cent years there has been an attempt to
exorcise her with talk of "postmodern-
ism." But what is postmodernism, if not
a more modern modernity?

F
or us, as Latin Americans,
the search for poetic mo-
dernity runs historically
parallel to the repeated at-

tempts to modernize our countries. This
tendency began at the end of the eigh-
teenth century, and it included Spain,
too. Tbe United States was born into mo-
dernity, and by 1830 it was already, as
Tocqueville observed, the womb of the
future; but we were born at a moment
when Spain and Portugal were moving
away from modernity. That is why there
was frequent talk of "Europeanizing"
our countries: the modem was outside, it
had to be imported.

In Mexican history, this process began
just before tbe War of Independence.
Later it became a great ideological and
political debate that passionately divided
Mexican society throughout the nine-
teenth century. One event was to call into
question not the legitimacy of the reform
movement, but the way in which it had
been implemented: the Mexican Revolu-
tion. Unlike its twentieth-century coun-
terparts, the Mexican Revolution was not
really the expression of a vaguely Utopian
ideology. Itwas, rather, the explosion of a
reality that had been historically and psy-
chologically repressed. It was not tbe
work of a group of ideologists intent on
introducing principles derived from a
political theory, but a popular uprising
that unmasked what was hidden. For this
reason, itwas more of a revelation than a
revolution. Mexico was searching for the
present outside only to find it within, bur-
ied but alive. The search for modernity
led us to discover our antiquity, tbe hid-
den face of tbe nation. I am not sure
that this unexpected historical lesson
has been learned by all—that between
tradition and modernity there is a
bridge. When they are mutually isolated,
tradition stagnates and modernity vapor-
izes. When they are joined, modernity
breathes life into tradition, while the lat-
ter responds with depth and gravity.

The search for poetic modernity was
a Quest, in the allegorical and chivalric
sense that this word had in the twelfth
century. I did not find any Grail, al-
though I did cross several wastelands.

visiting castles of mirrors and camping
among ghostly tribes. Still, I discovered
the modern tradition. For modernity is
not a poetic school, it is a lineage, a
family dispersed over several conti-
nents, which for two centuries has sur-
vived many changes and misfortunes:
indifference, isolation, and tribunals in
the name of religious, political, aca-
demic, and sexual orthodoxy. Because
it is a tradition and not a doctrine, it
has been able to survive and to change
at tbe same time. This is also why it is
so diverse: each poetic adventure is dis-
tinct, each poet has sown a different
plant in the miraculous forest of speak-
ing trees.

If the works are diverse and each
route is distinct, what is it that unites
all these poets? Not an aesthetic, but a
search. My own search was not fanciful,
even though tbe idea of modernity is a
mirage, a bundle of refiections. One
day I discovered that I was returning to
the starting point instead of advancing,
that the search for modernity was a de-
scent to the origins. Modernity led me
to the source of my beginning, to my
antiquity. Separation became reconcili-
ation. Thus I discovered that the poet is
a pulse in the rhythmic fiow of
generations.

T
he idea of modernity is a
byproduct of our concep)-
tion of history as a unique
and linear process of suc-

cession. The origins of this conception
are in the Judeo-Christian tradition, but
it breaks with Christian doctrine. In
Christianity, the cyclical time of pagan
cultures is supplanted by unrepeatable
history, which has a beginning and will
have an end. Sequential time was the
profane time of history, an arena for tbe
actions of fallen men, yet still governed
by a sacred time that had neither a be-
ginning nor an end. And after Judg-
ment Day, there will be no future either
in heaven or in hell. In the realm of
eternity there is no succession, because
everything is. Being triumphs over
becoming.

The new time, our concept of time, is
linear like that of Christianity, but it is
open to infinity, it makes no reference
to Eternity. Ours is the time of profane
history, an irreversible and perpetually
unfinished time that marches toward
the future and not toward its end. His-
tory's sun is the future. Progress is the
name of this movement toward the
future.

Christians see the world, or what
used to be called the seculum or worldly
life, as a place of trial: in this world,
souls can be lost or saved. In the new
conception, by contrast, tbe historical
subject is not the individual soul but
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the human race, sometimes viewed as a
whole and sometimes through a chosen
group that represents it: the developed
nations of the West, the proletariat, the
white race, or some other entity. The
pagan and Christian philosophical tra-
dition had exalted Being as changeless
perfection overflowing with plenitude,
but we adore change; it is the motor of
progress and the model for our societ-
ies. Change articulates itself in two
ways, as evolution and revolution. The
trot and the leap. Modernity is the
spearhead of historical movement, the
incarnation of evolution or revolution,
the two faces of progress. And progress
takes place by means of the dual action
of science and technology, applied to
the realm of nature and to the use of
her immense resources.

M odern man has defined
himself as a historical
being. Other societies
chose to define them-

selves in terms of values and ideas differ-
ent from change: the Greeks venerated
the polis and the circle, yet they were un-
aware of progress. Like all the Stoics,
Seneca was much exercised by the eter-
nal return; St. Augustine believed that
the end of the world was imminent; St.
Thomas constructed a scale of being,
linking the smallest creature to the Cre-
ator; and so on. One after the other,
these ideas and beliefs were abandoned.
It seems to me that the same decline is
beginning to affect our idea of Pro-
gress—and, as a result, our vision of
time, of history, of ourselves. We are wit-
nessing the twilight of the future.

The decline oi the idea of modernity,
and the popularity of a notion as dubi-
ous as "postmodernism," are phenom-
ena that affect not only literature and
the arts. We are experiencing the crisis
of the essential ideas and beliefs that
have guided mankind for over two cen-
turies. First, the concept of a process
open to infmity and synonymous with
endless progress has been called into
question. I need hardly mention what
everybody knows: that the resources of
nature are fmite and will run out one
day. We have inflicted what may be ir-
reparable damage on the natural envi-
ronment and our own species is endan-
gered. Science and technology, the
instruments of progress, have shown
with alarming clarity that they can easily
become destructive forces. The exis-
tence of nuclear weapons is a refutation
of the idea that progress is inherent in
history—a refutation that can only be
called devastating.

Second, we must reckon with the fate
of the historical subject, mankind, in the
twentieth century. Seldom have nations
or individuals suffered so much: two

world wars, tyrannies spread over five
continents, the atom bomb, the prolifer-
ation of one of the cruelest and most
lethal institutions known to man: the
concentration camp. Modern technolo-
gy has provided countless benefits, to be
sure, but it is impossible to close our eyes
to slaughter, torture, humiliation, degra-
dation, and all the other wrongs inflicted
on millions of innocent people in our
century.

And third, the belief in the necessity
of progress has been shaken. For our
grandparents and our parents, the ruins
of history—the spectacle of corpses, des-
olate batdefields, devastated cities—did
not invalidate the underlying goodness
of the historical process. The scaffolds
and tyrannies, the conflicts and savage
civil wars, were the price to be paid for
progress, the blood money to be offered
to the god of history. A god? Yes, reason
itself was deified and was prodigal in
cruel acts of cunning, according to He-
gel. But now the alleged rationality of
history has vanished. And in the very
domain of order, regularity, and coher-
ence (in pure sciences like physics), the
old notions of accident and catastrophe
have reappeared. This disturbing resur-
rection reminds me of the terrors that
marked the advent of the millennium,
of the anguish of the Aztecs at the end
of each cosmic cycle.

T
he last in this hasty enu-
meration of the elements
of our crisis marks the
collapse of all the philo-

sophical and historical hypotheses that
claimed to reveal the laws governing
the course of history. The believers,
confident that they held the keys to his-
tory, erected powerful states over pyra-
mids of corpses. These arrogant con-
structions, destined in theory to liberate
men, were quickly transformed into gi-
gantic prisons. Today we have seen
them fall, overthrown not by their ideo-
logical enemies, but by the impatience
and the desire for freedom of the new
generations. Is this the end of all Uto-
pias? It is, more precisely, the end of
the idea of history as a phenomenon
whose outcome can be known in ad-
vance. Historical determinism has been
a costly and bloodstained fantasy. His-
tory is unpredictable, because its agent,
mankind, is the personification of
indeterminacy.

Thus we are very probably at the end
of one historical period and at the begin-
ning of another. The end of the Modern
Age, or just a mutation? It is difficult to
tell. In any case, the collapse of Utopian
schemes has left a great void, not in the
countries where this ideology has been
proved to have failed, but in those coun-
tries where many embraced it with en-

thusiasm and hope. For the first time in
history, mankind lives in a sort of spiritu-
al wilderness, no longer in the shadow of
the religious and political systems that
consoled us even as they oppressed us.
All societies are historical, but every soci-
ety has lived under the guidance and the
inspiration of a set of metahistorical be-
liefs and ideas. Ours is the first age that is
ready to live without a metahistorical
doctrine.

W
hether they be religious
or philosophical, moral
or aesthetic, our abso-
lutes are not collective,

they are private. This is a dangerous ex-
perience. It is also impossible to know
whether the tensions and the conflicts
unleashed in this privatization of ideas,
practices, and beliefs that belonged tra-
ditionally to the public domain will end
up destroying the social fabric. Men
could become possessed once more by
ancient religious fury or by fanatical na-
tionalism. It would be terrible if the fall
of the abstract idol of ideology were to
foreshadow the resurrection of the bur-
ied passions of tribes, sects, and
churches. The signs, unfortunately, are
disturbing.

The decline of the ideologists whom I
have called metahistorical, by which I
mean those that assign to history a goal
and a direction, implies a tacit abandon-
ment of global solutions. With good
sense, we tend more and more toward
limited remedies for concrete problems.
It is prudent to abstain from legislating
about the future. Still, the present re-
quires much more than attention to its
immediate needs. It demands a more rig-
orous global reflection. For a long time I
have firmly believed that the twilight of
the future heralds the advent of the now.
And to think about the now requires,
first of all, a recovery of critical vision.
For example: the triumph of the market
economy (a triumph that is owed to its
adversary's default) cannot be only a
cause for joy. As a mechanism the market
is efficient, but like all mechanisms it
lacks conscience and compassion. We
must find a way of integrating it into soci-
ety so that it expresses the social contract
and becomes an instrument of justice
and fairness. The advanced democratic
societies have reached an enviable level
of prosperity, but at the same time they
are islands of abundance in the ocean of
universal misery.

The question of the market is intri-
cately related to the deterioration of the
environment. Pollution affects not only
the air, the rivers, and the forests, it also
affects our souls. A society possessed by
the frantic need to produce more in or-
der to consume more tends to reduce
ideas, feelings, art, love, friendship, and
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people themselves to consumer prod-
ucts. Everything becomes a thing to be
bought, used, and thrown on the rub-
bish heap. No other society has pro-
duced so much waste, material and mor-
al, as ours.

R
eflecting on the now does
not imply relinquishing the
future or forgetting the
past: the present is the

meeting place for the three directions of
time. Neither can it be confused with fac-
ile hedonism. The tree of pleasure does
not grow in the past or in the future, but
at this very moment. Yet death is also a
fruit of the present. It cannot be denied,
for it, too, is a part of life. Living well
implies dying well. We have to learn to
look death in the face. The present is
alternately luminous and somber, like a
sphere that unites the two halves of ac-
tion and contemplation. Thus, just as we
have had philosophies of the past and of
the future, of eternity and of the void, we
shall have a philosophy of the present.
The poetic experience could be one of
its foundations. What do we know about
the present? Nothing, or almost nothing.
Yet the poets do know at least one thing:
that the present is the source of
presences.

In my pilgrimage in search of moder-
nity, I lost my way in many places, only to
find myself again. I returned to the
source and discovered that modernity is
not outside us, but within us. It is today
and the most ancient antiquity; it is to-
morrow and the beginning of the world;
it is a thousand years old and newborn. It
speaks in Nahuatl, draws Chinese ideo-
grams from the ninth century, appears
on the television screen. This intact pre-
sent, recently unearthed, shakes off the
dust of centuries, smiles, and suddenly
starts to fly, disappearing through the
window. A simultaneous plurality of time
and presence: modernity breaks with the
immediate past only to recover an age-
old past, and to transform a tiny fertility
figure from the Neolithic age into our
contemporary.

We pursue modernity in her incessant
metamorphoses, but we never trap her.
She always escapes; each encounter ends
in flight. We embrace her, and she disaf)-
pears immediately: it was just a little air.
It is the instant, that bird that is every-
where and nowhere. We want to capture
it alive, but it flaps its wings and vanishes
in the form of a handful of syllables. We
are left empty-handed. And then the
doors of perception open slightly and
the other time appears, the real time, the
one that we were searching for without
knowing it: the present, the presence.

—translated by Anthony Stanton
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Checks, drugs, and rock 'n' roll.

Life in the Stone Age
BY LOUIS MENAND

I.

I
f you advised a college student
today to tune in, turn on, and
drop out, he would probably
call campus security. Few

things sound less glamorous in 1991
than "the counterculture"—a term
many people are likely to associate with
Charles Manson. Writing about that peri-
od now feels a little like rummaging
around in history's dustbin. Just twenty
years ago, though, everyone was writing
about the counterculture, for everyone
thought that the American middle class
would never be the same.

Rolling Stone Magazine:
The Uncensored History

by Robert Draper
(Doubleday, 389 pp., $19.95)

Songs of the Doomed: More Notes
on the Death of the American Dream

Gonzo Papers: Volume 3
by Hunter S. Thompson

(Summit Books, 315 pp., $21.95)

Blown Away: The Rolling Stones
and the Death of the Sixties

by A. E. Hotcbner
(Simon and Schuster, 349 pp., $21.95)

Stone Alone: The Story
of a Rock 'n'Roll Band

by Bill Wyman, with Ray Coleman
(Viking, 594 pp., $22.95)

The American middle class never is
the same for very long, of course; it's
much too insecure to resist a new self-
conception when one is offered. But the
change that the counterculture made in
American life has become nearly impos-
sible to calculate—thanks partly to the
exaggerations of people who hate the
'60s, and partly to the exaggerations of
people who hate the people who hate
the '60s. The subject could use the atten-
tion of some people who really don't
care.

The difficulties begin with the word
"counterculture" itself. Though it has
been from the beginning the name for
the particular style of sentimental radi-
calism that flourished briefiy in the late

1960s, it's a little misleading. For during
those years the counterculture was cul-
ture—or .the prime object of the cul-
ture's attention, which in America is
pretty much the same thing—and that is
really the basis of its interest. It had all
the attributes of a typical mass culture
episode: it was a lifestyle that could be
practiced on weekends; it came into fash-
ion when the media discovered it and
went out of fashion when the media lost
interest; and it was, from the moment it
penetrated the middle class, thoroughly
commercialized. Its failure to grasp this
last fact about itself is the essence of its
sentimentalism.

The essence of its radicalism is a little
more complicated. The general idea was
the rejection of the norms of adult
middle-class life; but the rejection was
made in a profoundly middle-class spirit.
Middle-class Americans are a driven, pam-
pered, puritanical, and self-indulgent
group of people. Before the '60s these
contradictions were rationalized by the
principle of deferred gratification: you
exercised self-discipline in order to gain
entrance to a profession, you showed def-
erence to those above you on the career
ladder, and material rewards followed
and could be enjoyed more or less
promiscuously.

The counterculture alternative looked
to many people like simple hedonism:
sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll (with instant
social justice on the side). But the coun-
terculture wasn't hedonistic; it was puri-
tanical. It was, in fact, virtually Hebraic:
the parents were worshiping false gods,
and the students who tore up (or
dropped out of) the university in an ap-
parent frenzy of self-destructiveness—for
wasn't the university their gateway to the
good life?—^were, in effect, smashing the
golden calf.

There was a fair amount of flagrant
sensual gratification, all of it crucial to
the pop culture appeal of the whole busi-
ness; but it is a mistake to characterize
the pleasure-taking as amoral. It is only
"fun" to stand in the rain for three days
with a hundred thousand chemically de-
mented people, listening to iiitermina-
ble and inescapable loud music and won-
dering if you'll ever see your car again, if
you also believe in some inchoate way
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